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Ecuadorans will go to the polls on May 19, in the midst of a political crisis that has crippled
President Sixto Ballen Duran's administration for the past year. The new president, who will take
office Aug. 10, will undoubtedly inherit many of the social and political problems of the current
administration. More than 6.2 million of Ecuador's 11 million inhabitants are eligible to vote in the
balloting that will choose a new president and vice president for a four-year term. All 77 seats in
the unicameral legislature are also at stake in the election, as well as hundreds of provincial and
municipal offices. It is unlikely that any presidential candidate will win on the first ballot and a
runoff is scheduled for July 7. While voting is obligatory, in recent elections abstentionism has run
between 30% and 40%.
The four major candidates for the presidency include rightist Jaime Nebot of the Partido Social
Cristiano (PSC), populist Abdala Bucaram of the Partido Roldosista Ecuatoriano (PRE), independent
Freddy Ehlers of the Movimiento Unidad Nacional Pachacutik-Nuevo Pais, and social democrat
Rodrigo Paz of the Democracia Popular (DP). Also running, but with little chance of winning, are
retired Gen. Frank Vargas Pazzos of the nationalist Accion Patriotica Revolucionaria Ecuatoriana
(APRE), Juan Jose Castello of the leftist Movimiento Popular Democratico (MPD), and independents
retired Gen. Jose Gallardo, Ricardo Noboa, and Jacinto Velasquez.
While the four front runners all present different platforms, Nebot and Paz support a continuation
of Duran Ballen's neoliberal economic policies, while Ehlers and Bucaram propose substantial
modifications (see NotiSur, 02/26/96). Therefore, the outcome of both the presidential and legislative
elections will determine, to a large extent, whether the present economic reform program will
continue along present lines or be adjusted to fall less heavily on the poor.
In a May 4 poll by the Informe Confidencial public opinion firm, Nebot backed by former president
and current mayor of Guayaquil Leon Febres Cordero received the support of 29% of those
responding; long-time Guayaquil political figure Bucaram and Ehlers who has the support of
the national indigenous organization (Confederacion de Nacionalidades Indigenas del Ecuador,
CONAIE) both received 18%; and Paz took 13%. However, a recent Cedatos poll indicated that close
to 50% of voters either had not yet decided or said they could easily change their minds. There have
been some isolated incidents of violence in the election campaign has seen.
In early May, a homemade bomb was found in the car of candidate Vargas Pazzos. And, in Guayas,
unknown assailants fired on a campaign parade for Freddy Ehlers. No one was injured in either
incident. Nevertheless, the military have provided additional security for candidates and made
extensive preparations to prevent violence during the elections. With less than two weeks before
the voting, the president of the electoral tribunal (Tribunal Supremo Electoral, TSE), Carlos Pardo,
set off a controversy by first banning the use of "exit polls," and then quickly reversing his decision
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after widespread objections. News media and public opinion firms complained that the short-lived
prohibition violated freedom of the press. Pardo, on the other hand, argued that exit polls violate
the election law and the voters right to cast their vote in secret. The TSE's final ruling will allow exitpoll results to be disseminated after the polls close.
The political crisis that has dominated Ecuadoran politics for much of Duran Ballen's
administration, especially the past year, has been marked by all three branches of government
engaged in mutual accusations of corruption, embezzlement, and other criminal activities. The most
serious manifestation of the crisis found former vice president Alberto Dahik fleeing the country to
avoid criminal charges after a warrant was issued for his arrest. He has since been granted political
exile in Costa Rica (see NotiSur, 11/10/95 and 04/26/96).
Congress has the power to fire public officials and it used that power frequently during Duran
Ballen's term in office firing seven cabinet ministers and three judges, including the president of the
Supreme Court. The escalation in the number of political trials concerns many observers. Because
of the constant barrage of charges and countercharges, analysts say Ecuadorans have lost faith in
their democratic institutions, which will likely affect the voter turnout as well as the ultimate results
and will cast a shadow over the new administration even before it assumes office. "Precedents
such as these, in which a vice president can easily be brought to political trial, has lead to steadilyinflating political crisis," said analyst Walter Spurrier. "If the rules of the game are not changed,
the next administration, which will see parliamentary elections again in mid-1998, could easily face
a Congress in which the majority would consider firing the president of the republic." (Sources:
Agence France-Presse, 05/03/96, 05/06/96, 05/07/96; Reuter, 05/12/96, 05/13/96)
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